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Abstract 
The authors aim to show that martial arts illustrate how ethical and aesthetic value intersect 
within and beyond sport.  While they do not aim to provide a comprehensive analysis of 
martial arts in this paper, they do plan to draw parallels between sport and martial arts for the 
purpose of recognizing how martial arts practice may be both aesthetically pleasing and 
grounded in ethically relevant aims.  The upshot of this paper is not wholly positive, however, 
since the authors draw attention to ethically repugnant practices connected to ideals of 
aesthetic beauty and other contentious sport practices as part of the analysis of the connection 
between aesthetic and ethical value.  In light of those shared connections, martial arts might 
simply reinstate, rather than overcome, troublesome goals and values in sport. 
Resumen 
El objetivo de los autores es mostrar que las artes marciales ilustran cómo el valor ético y 
estético interseccionan dentro y más allá del deporte. Si bien no pretenden proporcionar un 
análisis exhaustivo de las artes marciales, sí planean establecer paralelos entre el deporte y las 
artes marciales con el fin de reconocer cómo la práctica de las artes marciales puede ser 
estética y fundamentada en objetivos éticamente relevantes. Sin embargo, el resultado de este 
artículo no es totalmente positivo, ya que los autores llaman la atención sobre prácticas 
éticamente repugnantes relacionadas con los ideales de belleza estética y otras prácticas 
deportivas contenciosas como parte del análisis de la conexión entre el valor estético y el 
ético. A la luz de esas conexiones compartidas, las artes marciales pueden simplemente 
restablecer, en lugar de superar, metas y valores problemáticos en el deporte. 
Palabras Clave: Instituciones formales- Instituciones informales- Juegos Olímpicos- 
Igualdad de Género- India 
1. Introducción  
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In this paper, the authors offer an analysis of the connection between ethics and aesthetics 
to further a better understanding of the value of martial arts practice as an athletic pursuit 
sharing elements of art and sport while grounded in practical self-defence training.  The 
authors suggest that martial arts practice is a both a site of interactive aesthetic and ethical 
value, and appeal to their connection in sport to show that martial arts training exemplifies 
elements such as beauty, courage, and integrity.   
The aesthetic value of martial arts attaches to the beauty of the performance as an art form, 
yet martial arts are not solely artistic displays since martial artists train in self-defence. 
Stephen Mumford (2012) argues that aesthetics and ethics seem closely connected forms of 
appreciating the value of sport, and the authors build on Mumford’s account to show that the 
interconnection of ethics and aesthetics further extends to martial arts, which the authors 
consider a practice rooted in self-defence and extending to include both sport and non-sport 
contexts.  The authors develop an account of that interconnection through appealing to at least 
five different ways in which sport practice demonstrates beauty or aesthetic pleasure in 
physical movement, aiming to show that ethical value and aesthetic value are more closely 
connected in martial arts than previously recognized.  Although literature on the aesthetic 
value of sport tends to neglect martial arts, one notable exception is Barry Allen (2013, 2015), 
and the authors give a critical commentary on his view of the beauty of martial arts.  While 
the authors do not aim to provide a comprehensive analysis of martial arts in this paper, they 
do plan to draw parallels between sport and martial arts for the purpose of recognizing how 
martial arts practice may be both aesthetically pleasing and grounded in ethically relevant 
aims.  The authors situate the ethical value of martial arts practice within a five-level analysis 
to show that ethical value is inseparably connected to ideals of aesthetic beauty and 
sometimes contentious sport practices.  Thus, the analysis reveals that what is aesthetically 
appealing may at the very same time be either ethically repugnant and ethically 
commendable.  The upshot of this paper, then, is not wholly positive for martial arts as a 
practice.  In some ways martial arts may simply reinstate, rather than overcome, ethically 
problematic goals and values in sport. 
2. Sport Aesthetics 
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Aesthetic appreciation involves taking a kind of pleasure in experiencing something one 
judges to be beautiful or artistic.  Note that ‘beauty’ and ‘art’ are not coextensive terms.  Just 
as beauty fails to imply art (not everything beautiful is a work of art), so too art fails to imply 
beauty (not every artwork is beautiful).  In the philosophical tradition, aesthetic pleasure is 
distinguished from ordinary pleasure.  Where the latter is self-interested, the former is 
disinterested; for example, one’s pleasure in a painting is aesthetic to the extent that one 
appreciates its formal (e.g., line and colour) or representational (e.g., subject and symbol) 
properties; but not to the extent that it is valued as a financial investment or means of making 
friends jealous.  Taking a kind of pleasure in beauty for its own sake rather than in realizing 
some extrinsic purpose is, at least on a traditional view, what makes for aesthetic rather than 
some other form of appreciation (Kant, 2005, §7).  On a pragmatist view, however, aesthetic 
experience is seen not as separate from everyday life and concerns but as continuous with 
these purposes, a difference of degree rather than kind.  In other words, the aesthetic may be 
seen as a more unified and intense form of otherwise mundane experience (Dewey, 1980). 
 Whatever particular theory of aesthetic experience is assumed, human beings can take 
such pleasure in a wide variety of things, often expectedly, often idiosyncratically.  One thing 
people often take aesthetic delight in is motion.  The aesthetic quality of motion in space is so 
memorably rendered in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001:  A Space Odyssey, particularly as brought out 
by Strauss’s “The Blue Danube” waltz.  One also may delight in the natural motion of 
animate nature, as with certain animals, and especially given the appreciative leisure of high-
speed video.  One may also take pleasure in the movement of human artefacts, whether 
precisely engineered machines or artworks such as mobiles or kinetic sculptures.  Aesthetic 
pleasure may also be had in the skilled movements of human beings themselves, whether a 
dancer’s routine appreciated for its own sake or the precise movement of an athlete achieving 
a prescribed objective.   
 It is the last, the aesthetic dimensions of human movement, that directly concern us 
here, particularly in the realms of sport and martial arts.  To begin with sport, there are various 
levels of analysis at which it makes sense to speak of the appreciation of movements from an 
aesthetic point of view.  The authors propose, in fact, a five-level analysis of sport aesthetics, 
taking these levels to be distinguishable but with overlapping properties so that one level 
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sometimes may be irrelevant to, but otherwise may affect, properties at other levels.  For 
instance, the elegance of an athletic movement is appreciable both in its own right and in 
conjunction with an appreciation of the physique of the athlete performing it.  So too, if 
athletes are facing off in competition, the aesthetic qualities of their movements may further 
enhance the dramatic power of the contest and vice versa.   
Let us turn to the levels themselves.  At the first, most concrete level, then, is the athlete’s 
physique, affected by practice and conditioning needed to excel in a certain kind of 
performance, but whose form and other observable attributes may be appreciated apart from 
any actual skilled performance; or form, which also results from practice and conditioning 
and is demonstrated in stances or postures required for subsequent movement.  Part of the 
appeal of bodybuilding seems to be predicated on taking a physique to be an end in itself, a 
medium for a limited kind of body “sculpture” quite apart from any skilled sport performance 
(consider also sport sculptures such as Myron’s Discobolus) . Part of the appeal of a 1
gymnast’s pose in a finishing landing is the posture and expressiveness her stance reveals.   
The second level concerns aesthetic qualities of the movements themselves, properties 
such as grace and expressiveness, but also aspects like speed, balance, and power that can be 
appreciated aesthetically as well as instrumentally.  Indeed, where the former have “free” 
beauty irrespective of function, the latter have “dependent” beauty that requires but does not 
reduce to instrumental efficacy .  The most beautiful program might not win a figure skating 2
competition, but the most beautiful deke cannot fail to leave the defender undone.   
Third is the level of athletic performances themselves, not just the individual movements 
that constitute them.  It is at this level that one may be impressed, instrumentally or 
aesthetically or both, by what an athlete (or team) does and how.  Here one may be drawn to 
discernible styles of athletic performance, ways of performing that are appreciable on 
multiple occasions and often are stamped with an athlete’s personality, whether in their 
overall technique (e.g., Ali’s graceful boxing) or a specific “patented” move (e.g., Kareem’s 
 For discussion of appreciating the sculptural qualities of athletic bodies as an inheritance from 1
classical antiquity, see Gumbrecht (2006) and Lowe (1977).
 This general distinction originates in Kant (2005), §16. 2
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skyhook).  Similar considerations apply to team strategies and styles of play (e.g., Brazilian 
football).   
Even more abstractly, at the fourth level there may be aesthetic interest in the framework in 
which a sporting performance occurs and without which such behaviour potentially will be 
nonsensical.  It is here that partly aesthetic judgments inform individual sport preferences. 
Just as gamewrights are guided by an understanding of what rules would produce good 
games , so too fans find the rules of preferred sports constitutively to structure activities that 3
are pleasing to watch.  That football is the world’s most popular sport is partly explained by 
its aesthetic value as jogo bonito (the beautiful game) .  Beyond such activities and the rules 4
that structure them, aesthetic value often lies in a sport’s conventions, competition structures, 
venue architecture, the design of team uniforms, and so on.     
Fifth, and yet more abstractly, it may be aesthetically pleasing, beyond the framework in 
terms of which athletic activity is intelligible, to consider the significance of such lower-level 
properties, including for instance delighting in the drama of the game, the uncertain tension of 
the contest, the rarity of witnessing an elite athletic event, the courage of an athletic 
comeback, and so forth.   Spectators may seem to share in an athlete’s thrill of victory and 
commiserate with their agony of defeat.   In some sense the latter may constitute a kind of 
tragedy (Keenan, 1975), appreciable for that reason (especially if one is, to use Mumford’s 
terms, partisans for the losing side rather than a purist).  Here too, beyond a contest’s dramatic 
quality, the event may have an aesthetically potent significance, when a record is broken or 
the event to have a broad cultural or political impact (e.g., the Summit Series, especially for 
Canadians, or the integration of Major League Baseball).   
 Note that although the five-level analysis is grounded in sport it is by no means limited 
to sport alone since it plausibly applies to other domains of skilled activity, such as the art of 
dance. The appeal of dance may be located at or across any of the five levels identified for the 
aesthetics of sport. Dancers’ bodies aesthetically pleasing for being conditioned in ways that 
 Compare Elliott:  “those who determine what the rules of a game are to be have a 3
responsibility to safeguard the possibility of the emergence of beauty” (1974), pp. 113–114. 
 Witness an entire recent special issue of Sport, Ethics and Philosophy devoted to the aesthetics of 4
football:  S. Borge, et al., (2015).
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allow them to perform athletically difficult routines .  The movements constitutive of dance, 5
obviously, may also be visually appealing.  Certain dance styles may also stand out, not just 
genres such as ballet but individual styles as with Baryshnikov.  Likewise can beauty be found 
in the drama and significance of an entire dance performance, a production of Swan Lake, for 
instance, or in the framework for such danceworld activities, critical culture, company history, 
venue architecture, and so forth.  By the plausibility of applying this analysis to domains such 
as dance, the authors motivate similar application to another area considered to lie beyond 
sport:  martial arts.  
3.Martial Arts and Aesthetic Value. 
Martial arts are neither mere artistic display nor mere sport, yet martial arts demonstrate 
how aesthetic value can both apply to and be informed by sport.  To highlight some parallels 
with sport, martials arts are like sport in both formal competition and regular practice. 
Competition is integral to sport and informs rules of play, standards of practice, and other 
social and moral conventions (fair play, integrity, sporting behaviour, and so forth).  Martial 
art competition may consist simply of sparring divisions (classified according to gender and 
weight) or also include separate divisions demonstrating patterns (such as kata in karate).  In 
either case, competition occurs through organized and officiated tournaments occurring at 
local, regional, national, and world levels and are governed by rules according to rank and 
style.  In regular practice, martial arts seem to share many qualities of sport, such as play 
(Huizinga, 1946), developing character (Gough, 1997), following social conventions 
(Morgan, 2012), promoting a whole mindbody (Ilundáin-Agurruza, 2014), and cultivating 
sportsmanship (Abad, 2008).  Indeed, in many such competitive contexts or applications 
martial arts count inclusively as sports.   
We do not aim to present a comprehensive account of the similarities between martial arts 
and sport but rather focus on certain differences to highlight aesthetic features present in 
 This has problematic aspects too, as there can be aesthetic biases against bodies and techniques that 5
do not “measure up,” even in purposive sports where aesthetics considerations are irrelevant to 
determining the outcome (see Author 2, 2010).  In aesthetic sports the constraints on technique or 
physique may be sanctioned by convention and tradition but still lead to problems such as eating 
disorders.  Most martial arts practices have stylistic constraints on movement without necessarily 
harbouring the same problematic physique requirements.    
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martial arts not necessary to sport.  Barry Allen argues that martial arts are unlike sport 
primarily because their conventions differ from most sports and are defined in terms of goals 
external to the practice (2013) .  Allen regards convention as integral to both sport and martial 6
arts, and thus subject to rules determining fair play and so forth; but he argues that the content 
of martial art conventions differ from sport because conventions in sport are valuable to 
producing more effective applications only within the sport while martial arts conventions 
satisfy aims external to the practice.  So, a convention of sport practice might aim toward 
producing a better goal kick in the context of winning a game:  it is internally valuable to 
playing a better game that the practice produces a more effective goal kick.  But the external 
aim of martial arts practice differentiates martial arts from sport:  “the major difference 
between martial arts and sport is that martial arts have an external value independent of 
practice, as instruments of violence” (ibid., p, 245).  The authors agree with Allen that martial 
arts are similar to sports in involving competition and in possessing conventions (and further 
agree in divergence in the content of those conventions), yet reject the notion that external 
value of martial arts as best conceived in terms of instruments of violence and that sport skills 
entirely lack external applucability. Some sports, certain combat and target sports for instance, 
incorporate skills that are externally useful (e.g., ceteris paribus, a good boxer is skilled at 
knockout punches for the sake of creating a loss of consciousness as a key aim of boxing; and 
skills of knockout punches might prove useful in street fighting).  But martial arts do not 
produce only incidentally useful external skills.  Martial arts aim at an instrumentally useful 
external goal, which the authors argue is effective self-defence application.  The point is not a 
matter of splitting hairs because the kind of effectiveness at stake matters to aesthetic and 
moral judgements of an activity.  The authors also take issue with Allen’s claim that “a 
correctly performed technique does not change in quality, combative or aesthetic, when 
performed by a person of either gender” (ibid., p. 249).  In a narrow sense this may be so, but 
as the authors see it the gender of those performing martial arts may indeed influence its 
aesthetic character when appreciated in its full cultural context.   
 See Martínková and Parry (2016) for a nuanced and useful view of the relationship between martial 6
arts generally and their particular sport manifestations.
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 We understand martial arts as training in techniques and skills rooted in an historical 
lineage upholding certain traditions and conventions of respect oriented around the aim of 
self-defence as part of what defines the practice, contra Allen’s claim that martial arts 
inherently aim at violence.  Yes, martial arts techniques aim at effectiveness, as Allen argues, 
but effectiveness is not merely or inherently proficiency in violence.  If Allen were correct, 
then the sheer variety of strikes, takedowns, locks, and pressure point attacks martial artists 
train to do would seem to have little point.  One could just as easily learn to smash an 
opponent with one or two excellently placed strikes or throws situated to cause the most 
damage and then the point of doing martial arts would be fulfilled.  Moreover, becoming a 
more “effective instrument of violence” belies the values and traditions attached to martial 
arts training, many of which are connected to ethical concepts such as honour, integrity, and 
courage.  Such ethical considerations require constraints on how and when one enters combat 
with another in the first place; and if one does so, ethical judgements govern which techniques 
or amounts of power or force are best suited to the specific situation.  “Best suited” here is a 
morally laden concept.  Smashing someone’s nose in because of an insult is morally 
repugnant if the situation does not call for use of force – for example, if one can easily turn 
away and leave or no further harm appears imminent.  However, in exceptional circumstances 
where threat of harm can easily escalate (a dangerously isolated area, previous assault from 
the insulter), that very same insult might imply a grave threat of harm and so immediately 
cutting off that possibility might best be achieved by momentarily incapacitating the insulter, 
stunning and reducing vision due to watering of the eyes produced by the smash to the nose. 
The latter may indeed be morally commendable if circumstances clearly demonstrate threat of 
harm to one’s life and one executes minimal use of force through a nose smash followed by a 
quick escape.  Without that threat of harm, the act of smashing in the nose is legally 
actionable and here the law echoes moral valence .  Notice that ethical repugnance is echoed 7
in people’s aesthetic attitude to violence.  Violence is not (or at least not ordinarily) 
aesthetically appealing for its own sake.  Putting aside representations of violence in movies 
and so forth, nothing about the violence of causing deliberate or non-accidental harm to 
 Self-defence may extend to defending others against harm (see for example Frowe, 2013), 7
but the authors are limiting the discussion to the standard interpretation of self-defence as 
defending oneself from harm. 
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another person is beautiful, not unless one pathologically enjoys harming others (and in that 
case the enjoyment of the destruction seems to rest in something else other than the harm, 
such as satisfying one’s evil desires).  Rather than demonstrating how effectively one’s 
martial art technique causes harm to another, one’s martial art technique demonstrates its 
value in defending oneself against possible harm.  To be sure, a great deal of pain and 
destruction might arrive from use of force.  But when employed in the task of defending 
oneself, those very same techniques are effective because they are effective responses to 
threat of harm to oneself.   
Our claim is that martial arts train in self-defence through cultivating physical skills and 
techniques aiming to protect the self from harm due to personal attack.  This understanding of 
martial arts is not intended to be wholly definitive.  Priest and Young’s (2014) philosophical 
anthology on martial arts is introduced with the caveat that multiple styles and variations of 
martial art activities render any one definition difficult, if not impossible.  Challenging the 
difficulty, Martínková and Parry (2016) distinguish martial arts according to five major 
categories:  close combat, warrior arts, martial paths, martial arts, and martial sports.  This 
classification renders martial arts less “martial” than one might imagine because “the word 
‘martial’ does not in this context actually refer to war and real-life combat, but rather to 
combat in a modified form, given the lack of any real need to fight someone” and less of an 
“art” as well (p. 151).  While the aesthetic value of martial arts practice may not imply its 
standing as an art, the authors argue that the “martial” component is captured in its aim of 
self-defence as rooted in the history of martial arts training and contemporary currency as 
training in self-protection. 
Martial arts practice bears the external value of self-defence:  evading combat when 
possible, blocking and countering attacks in other cases, and in select cases – rare outside of 
competition spaces – pre-emptively disabling another’s threat of harm to oneself.  Threat of 
harm here is a necessary component of what activates the martial artist’s response mechanism 
to employ certain skills and techniques, each of which are context-dependent.  Martial arts are 
distinguished from self-defence training since the latter does not typically include either 
conventions or practices upholding systems of respect and are also abstracted from the 
historical lineage upheld in martial arts.  This distinction between martial arts and self-
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defence does not imply homogeneity within martial arts.  Martial arts vary in approach 
(emphasis on pressure points, throws, strikes, or kicks), stylistic elements (stances, use of 
open or closed hand, empty hand or with weapons), competition rules (striking area, 
competition arena, points assigned to techniques), traditions (language spoken in training, 
systems of training, values, etiquette), and specific historical lineage (genealogy of masters, 
countries of origin, or historical associations with spirituality such as Zen Buddhism).    
Martial arts are “martial” insofar as these practices arrive from a historical lineage of 
masters and practitioners aimed at cultivating skills to defend against war and attack through 
unified systems of attack and defence.  The history is integral because defence against attack, 
even if coordinated in teams, would rely upon individual members defending with empty 
hands against individual incoming attackers (in a time before drones or other forms of 
depersonalized war).  As Allen emphasizes, martial artists were historically unarmed, 
beginning with China’s ancient military culture and spreading to nearby cultures, where the 
addition of hand-held implements introduced weapons (2013).  While current martial art 
practitioners do not don their uniforms to engage in warfare, the history of the practice 
explains a great deal of the movements and techniques still practiced.  Because human 
physiology hasn’t changed much since the inception of such traditions, the techniques are 
remarkably effective for empty-hand defence and counters against personal attacks today. 
Martínková and Parry suggest that little is “martial” about martial arts techniques handed 
down through the centuries because, as they see it, in today’s society there is no real need to 
engage in physical fights.  On the contrary, however, many people do continue to have need to 
fight back against others’ personal physical attacks, particularly if they are women.  The 
World Health Organization, among others, points out that women as a group continue to 
experience high rates of personal violence, including physical and sexual assault, on a daily 
basis around the world (García-Moreno, et al., 2013).  The external value of self-defence is 
not merely practical but combines both aesthetic and ethical elements that inseparably 
interconnect. 
4. Mumford Interaction 
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What determines the presence of a movement’s aesthetic property at a certain level of 
analysis is not always entirely straightforward.  Consider the level of significance and what 
factors may influence a person’s aesthetic response to, say, the drama of a contest.  Although 
people normally think of ethical and aesthetic values as entirely distinct – a view that 
Mumford calls “autonomism” – in sport this is not so:  “Factors that are ethically bad can 
detract from sport’s aesthetic value, and factors that are ethically good can improve sport’s 
aesthetic value” (2012, p. 68) .  As an example of aesthetic–ethical interaction, what the 8
authors call “Mumford interaction”, consider Mumford’s description of football player Bobby 
Moore:  “To English football fans, that 1966 [World Cup] win was already a thing of beauty. 
But to discover” – after the later revelation that he had been a cancer survivor at the time – 
“that the character of the English captain was even better than we thought enhances its 
aesthetics even further” (ibid., p. 75).  Mumford’s position here is plausible:  the aesthetic 
appeal of a performance in sport tends to be enhanced over and above its other aesthetic 
properties (grace, etc.) to the extent that it is understood as also expressing virtues like 
courage (and aesthetically compromised by ethical flaws in the case of cheats).  However, this 
interaction applies not just within sport but to some extent beyond it as well.   
In particular, the case of martial arts illustrates how this interaction can extend beyond 
sport.  Returning to the five-level analysis, the authors will now illustrate this interaction by 
identifying key gendered issues in martial arts.  Some of these points of intersection are 
contained within martial arts while others extend to sport as well; the authors do not intend to 
offer an appeal to martial arts as the only example of Mumford interaction beyond the realm 
of sport but to use it as a springboard for thinking about how aesthetic and ethical value 
interact more broadly.  Gendered contexts are key to consider because they reveal 
assumptions, judgements, and expectations bearing moral and aesthetic import that are not so 
easily separated.  The authors explore these contexts according to their five-level analysis, as 
follows. 
 The first element is the athlete’s physique.  The athletic body is not a gender-neutral 
body.  Attributions of aesthetic appeal are tied to a plethora of gendered assumptions affecting 
both aesthetic and ethical judgements.  Men with slender, less muscular bodies are often 
 For critical discussion see Author 2 (2017).8
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regarded as effeminate or gay, while women with bulky, muscular bodies are often considered 
butch or lesbian, particularly if participating in aggressive sports like hockey (Messner, 1988; 
Hardy, 2015).  Women’s bodies in particular are subject to aesthetic judgements relying on 
social imperatives demanding thinness and which are mirrored or even intensified in sport. 
Attached aesthetic judgements are not easily separated from ethical judgements since women 
in sport who are not thin are judged as less competent athletes (Nezlek, et al., 2015).  The 
imperative toward thinness is further complicated by physical costs of disordered eating, 
amenorrhea, and osteoporosis that are linked to sport expectations connected to meeting 
judging standards about physique (Schneider, 2000).  These physical costs are so tightly 
connected in women in sport that they are labelled the “female athlete triad.” The ethical 
concerns of the female athlete triad include unfair disadvantages to women in sport and 
morally troublesome costs to women’s health.  The practice in martial arts of wearing loose 
fitting, gender-neutral uniforms, concealing the athlete’s physique, thus relieves athletes to 
some extent of negative aesthetic-ethical judgements.  The concealment of the gendered body 
means that men are less likely to be seen as gay if slight or very slender, and women less 
likely to be seen as lesbian if large or very muscular, thereby avoiding homonegative 
prejudices.  Note too that the imperative for women to be thin is less evident in martial arts 
since physique does not feature in judging standards, which alleviates negative ethical costs. 
Thus, martial arts bear positive implications instructive to sport in light of relieving negative 
aesthetic-ethical interactions attached to gendered bodies. 
The next level of aesthetic quality is that of movement itself.  Gender considerations here 
reveal a clear split between masculine and feminine forms of bodily movement and 
comportment receiving ethical valuation.  Speed, power, and aggression are decidedly 
masculine traits, and these are integral to the value of sport in a general sense.  Sport is 
structured as masculine and thus what is valued in sport is not what is feminine (Knight & 
Guiliano, 2003).  Movements that are aesthetically beautiful – exemplifying fluidity, grace, or 
balance for instance – tend not to be valued as highly in sport as those demonstrating speed, 
power, or force.  (This point arguably holds even in those sports where aesthetic judgment 
figures more prominently, as in scoring).  The upshot is that the more feminine sports 
(extreme examples include rhythmic gymnastics, synchronized swimming, and figure skating) 
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are often devalued as forms of sport, not in their own subcultures, but in the culture at large. 
Likewise, women are judged as less effective or skilled athletes, especially when performing 
aesthetically pleasing movements.  To the extent that such judgements arrive from masculine 
bias in sport, they are morally wrong.  Martial arts cuts against such negative aesthetic-ethical 
valuations through expressing movements that are at once both powerfully effective 
techniques and at the same time graceful or elegant.  Both women and men in martial arts are 
judged according to the same standards of effectiveness, thus women seem less disadvantaged 
here by gender (Channon, 2014).  An arm lock is either effective or not, regardless of the 
performer’s gender (although sexist attitudes might generate assumptions to the contrary).  In 
this sense, the beauty of the martial artist’s technical skills arguably lies in their effectiveness, 
as Allen claims (2013), although not necessarily exclusively.  Here the aesthetic is not 
reducible to effectiveness but contingent upon it.  If a technique is perfectly placed, focussed, 
and excellently executed then it will be judged as both beautiful and efficient, yet other 
factors may enhance or detract from such beauty.  Efficiency bears positive moral value if the 
action aims at defending or protecting the self, since the self is intrinsically worthy, while it 
bears negative moral value if it aims at harming others merely for the sake of violence.  In the 
case of the former, the beauty of the technique is retained but, in the case of the latter, it is 
corrupted, lost.  These ethical judgements cannot be stripped from aesthetic judgements and 
so those movements expressing morally wrong behaviour (torture, violence, and so forth) 
cease to be beautiful.   
Third is the performance comprising the movements.  Athletic performance may impress 
us aesthetically, instrumentally, or both.  The athlete’s personality shines through their 
performance as a whole and need not reduce to the execution of any one particular movement 
or technique.  As bodies doing the performance are gendered, careful attention must be paid to 
aesthetic and moral considerations connected to gender at this third level.  Women’s aesthetic 
expression is demonstrably modified or subject to modification in morally problematic ways. 
Gendered expectations truncate women’s expression of personality in sport performance or 
otherwise introduce morally harmful elements.  Consider athletic attire.  In sport performance 
such as tennis, beach volleyball, and running, women wear tight, revealing clothing while 
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men compete in comfortable, looser clothing . Expectations of femininity are entrenched in 9
these gendered practices and they affect more than appearance.  These practices are morally 
harmful in perpetuating exposure of women’s bodies for the sake of a more “feminine” or 
“pleasing” appearance which, as feminists have long noted, is morally objectionable in their 
aim to pleasure the heterosexual male gaze.  Media coverage of women in sport often furthers 
such objectification by focussing on pleasing or beautiful appearances, whether promoting 
sexualized images captured during performance or perpetuating sensual or sexual promotional 
material in which women wear little or no clothing (Knight & Guiliano, 2003).  Martial arts 
practice and competition alleviate many of these legitimate concerns about sexual 
objectification in light of the aforementioned gender-neutral clothing . Here martial arts are 10
not alone because sports such as skiing, bobsledding, snowboarding, and curling demonstrate 
similarly gender-neutral attire relieving athletes of the ethical harms of gender-specific sexual 
objectification . These examples offer promise for the possibility of athletes to perform 11
without the trailing harms of sexual objectification, allowing aesthetic appreciation to centre 
on athletic rather than sexualized concerns.  The challenge is for non-winter sports to take the 
cue toward eliminating or reducing sexualized attire for women and for media coverage to 
steer clear of the sexualization of women athletes.  
The fourth level of aesthetic appreciation is the framework in which one understands 
physical movements within martial arts.  Sport activities are structured as pleasing to watch 
through a diverse set of elements such as the rules, expectations of fans, and so on.  Martial 
arts share these elements with sport as a physical activity structured by rules and expectations 
of judges, referees, and spectators.  Particular martial arts traditions also provide an 
aesthetically constraining framework for proper form, attire, etiquette, and so on.  But on the 
 For discussion of beach volleyball in this context, see Weaving (2012).9
 One might argue that distance from sexualization is less evident in mixed martial arts 10
(MMA) competitions as seen in the UFC and Bellator. However, this point proves no 
exception to the authors’ view since MMA lacks both the historical lineage and conventions 
of respect essential to martial arts in a robust sense and thus are not, properly speaking, 
martial arts. 
 At least to a certain extent, given the strategic body-hugging cut of the outfits in many of 11
these sports. 
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negative side, martial arts also echo the structural sexism in sport such as gender divisions, 
fewer points to win matches, lower time limits, and so on.  These structures are evident 
beyond martial arts (in sports like boxing and wrestling, among others).  But unlike most 
sports, martial arts provide certain opportunities for women to develop self-confidence and 
self-esteem as a result of training in self-defence.  The difference is connected to the point 
that, unlike in other sports, women in martial arts expressly train in self-defence.  It would not 
make sense, in other words, to engage in all the physical activities of martial arts training if 
these were not connected to defending oneself from harm.  So martial arts training evidences 
key skills that are ethically valuable to upholding one’s values and judgements before others, 
even in the face of threats to oneself.  Further, engaging in training to protect the self from 
harm implies that one is worthy and deserving protection .  12
The fifth aesthetic level is that of the event’s drama and general significance.  Many sports 
create dramatic tension in the game or contest and this drama may partly result from historical 
or cultural contexts.  Iceland’s football team, who many people hardly knew existed, 
competed in the 2018 World Cup, and the drama increased for spectators because it was a 
surprising move, historically and culturally, for Iceland.  If one considers historical and 
cultural contexts through a gendered lens, there is a different sort of drama, as when 
oppressed minorities succeed in white, Eurocentric-dominated sports.  Such individuals 
overturn a path of obstacles to reach the highest levels of competition, as Simone Biles has in 
gymnastics or Serena Williams in tennis.  The drama is of a different sort than watching a 
novel event, like Iceland’s World Cup appearance.  Rather, for those interested in social and 
political progress, the drama might be tied to witnessing an overturning of historically 
entrenched oppressive practices.  The thrill of victory for those who have been consistently 
marginalized in sport is a point of appreciation tied to the value of moral progress, a moving 
away from morally bad practices to morally good ones.  The ethical and cultural impact is 
inseparably tied to the aesthetic drama of recognizing the success of those historically 
oppressed.  The drama of martial arts bears similar implications but its difference from sport 
is significant for the aesthetic-ethical interaction.  Like many sports upholding masculine 
values, martial arts tend to marginalize women’s participation through valuing power and 
 On these last two points see Author 1 (2011, 2014, 2016).12
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strength in practice and competition.  But unlike sport, the application of martial arts 
techniques as self-defence is tied to its aesthetic and ethical value.  Participation in martial 
arts cultivates skills of self-defence, increasing the aesthetic appeal of any technique or series 
of moves when it is recognized that the very same movements serve to protect against a 
common harm in society:  violence against women.  The appeal of martial arts’ technical 
efficacy is not limited to aesthetic considerations alone but also includes the ethical 
consideration that women demonstrate courage through cultivating these effective techniques 
(see Author 1, 2009).  Thus women’s cultivation of skills of self-defence in martial arts 
training exemplifies courage since many women face the very real threat of violence on a 
daily basis.    
Appreciating the value of martial arts both aesthetically and ethically may encompass more 
that what has been highlighted above, but a close connection between the two becomes 
apparent when recognizing both the historical and cultural framework of a culture of violence 
against women and martial arts training as an important form of political resistance bearing 
personal returns.  Demonstrated personal improvements in attitudes like self-esteem and self-
confidence have long been represented in research in women’s self-defence training (Velija, et 
al., 2017).  Such self-regarding attitudes are core to autonomy (Dillon, 1997; Benson, 1991) 
and integrity (McLeod, 2005).  Thus, women’s martial arts training boosts self-regarding 
attitudes improving the grounds of autonomy and integrity (Author 1, 2014).  Through 
improving those grounds of moral agency, women counter social and political frameworks 
constructing women’s bodies as sites of adornment or as passive objects of beauty (Young, 
2005).  The inseparable connection between the aesthetic and ethical value of martial arts is 
demonstrated in its effectiveness as a form of training in self-defence for women, which not 
only promotes the cultivation and exercise of moral agency within a culture of violence 
against women, but is all the more beautiful as an overturning of historically oppressive 
norms of beauty and passivity. 
5. Conclusion 
Martial arts illustrate connections between aesthetics and ethics beyond sport and in doing 
so, expands philosophy of sport’s understanding of Mumford interaction.  Martial arts bear an 
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aim external to its practice, which the authors argue is not violence but self-defence.  A 
gendered analysis shows how the external aim of self-defence connects to both ethical and 
aesthetic elements in light of a persistent culture of violence against women.  The ethical 
analysis points to the internal value of martial arts as a site of courage and improved positive 
self-regard for women expanding possibilities for integrity and autonomy, and its external 
value in cultivating practical skills of self-defence.  The aesthetic analysis points to martial 
arts involvement as a means of overturning ethically problematic aesthetic ideals of the 
female athlete as both sexualizing and trivializing women’s athletic participation.  Sport 
contingently harbours ethically unsound practices attached to aesthetic appeal, such as costs 
of health and wellbeing experienced by women compelled to meet social ideals of thinness, or 
subtle or overt sexual objectification embedded within feminine attire.  Sport is a contentious 
site for women’s personal and athletic development.  On its own, martial arts might not 
relieve women of many of such structurally embedded sexist practices, such as gender 
divisions or assumptions of inferiority.  At the same time, however, it provides hope for 
progress – both ethically and aesthetically – through challenging many deeply troubling issues 
arising from expectations or judgements of thinness, feminine grace, and beauty in sport 
driven by aesthetic considerations irrevocably tied to ethically repugnant values and practices. 
The appeal to martial arts does not aim to denigrate other forms of athletic participation in this 
regard but rather suggests parallel possibilities for sport to challenge implicit sexism and 
gender discrimination through attention to implicitly connected aesthetic and ethical values. 
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